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The words rang in Duffs ears, muffled now by most of a fifth of vodka and a couple pills he didn't bother to 
identify, but still there. 


Words. That's all they were. And technically a compliment, at that. She thought it was a compliment and it 


should have been If Duff was sane, maybe, it would have been a compliment, but maybe Duff wasn’t fucking 


sane, because it didn't feel like a goddamn compliment. 


i feel lke i can trust you 


It felt good at first, the things she said. Felt like they were bonding, or maybe she was gonna tell him secrets 


or something, and then 


you're reliable 


She was on top of him when she had said it, panties off, five seconds from hopping on his dick, and then 


you're relable, youre not lke the others 


and Duff felt half the blood drain out of his cock instantaneously, like she'd sunk a knee into his nuts. 
Reliable? he'd said, hoping there was more to it, something that didn't feel like a knife in his pride. 
There was more to it. She also said he made her feel "safe". 


A compliment. But Duff's dick didn't see it that way. And five hours later, his brain still didn't, either. "Reliable" 


wasn't rock 'n roll and "safe" sure as fuck wasn't sexy. Christ almighty. 
He tried to tell himself she didn't know him well enough. She didn't know the real him, or she wouldn't think 


that way. Nobody did. Izzy knew the most about him of anyone in the world, and Izzy didn't know everything. 
But he didn't have to, he just got it Izzy would understand. 


"| don't get it," Izzy said, punching the buttons on his tv remote and letting the channels flip past without 
stopping to notice what was playing on any of them. "What're you mad about?" 


"She said | was safe, lz" 
"And?" 


"And... then she cut my dick off and fed it to me, what the fuck do you mean, ‘and?" 


Izzy started laughing. "Jesus christ, calm the fuck down. l'm just trying to figure out what the problem is. 
Chick's getting ready to ride you and goes, oh, Duff, I feel so safe with you, and you're all mad about it, | mean 
you gotta see why l'm confused, right?" 

"She said | was safe and reliable, unlike the rest of you fucks," Duff spat. 

Stabbing at the channel-up button still, Izzy said, "Well, you are, kinda 


Sudden rage, like liquid fire, spiraled up in Duffs chest, mixing with the shame that had hung there since the 


words were first spoken He snatched the remote from Izzy's hand and chucked it across the room. 
| came here because | thought you'd fucking get it, man" 


Izzy's eyebrows shot up but the curve of his mouth was still just slightly amused. "l'm not trying to be a dick. 


| just don't see why you're so mad." 


He stood up and approached Duff slowly, like a person sidling up to a feral dog. When he seemed satisfied that 


Duff wasn't going to move, he slid his arms around the other man's waist. 
"What can | do, huh? You want me to blow you since you didn't get any from the redhead?" 


Duff groaned and dropped his head back, staring at the ceiling. "No, | don't want you to blow me. And it was my 
choice not to get any from the redhead" 


"| didn't say it wasn't." 
"You implied it." 
"I didn't imply it! Good fucking god, man, so she said you're reliable, is it really that big of a deal?" 


"Yes! It is that big of a fucking deal," Duff said, throwing Izzy's arms off his waist and backing away. "l'm sorry 


| even fucking came here." 
"Tell me what you want, then," Izzy said, the lightly annoyed amusement in his voice now giving way to anger 
that Duff could recognize even through the haze of a hundred gallons of vodka. "What the fuck is it that you 


want from me?" 


Leaning in close, so his face was only a few inches from his best friend's, Duff said, "| want you to understand 


me. | want you to know who | am." 
"What do you want me to know, Duff? | thought we knew each other pretty well." 


Duff made a scoffing noise and shook his head. "You guys only know what I'm willing to show you. Whatever 


serves me best." 

Izzy stared at him for what felt like hours, assessing. Contemplating, 
Considering. 

"Show me the hidden parts,” he finally said 


Maybe he understood better than he let on, Duff decided. 
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The hammering in his skull was the first thing that registered. No, not hammering, more like an icepick, between 
the eyebrows. An invisible lobotomy administered by a doctor with double-vision Right in the third eye instead 


of one of the ones with penetrable sockets. 


Squeezing all of his eyes shut hard, Duff took a swipe in the general direction he imagined the bedside table 
would be, praying there would be a bottle of something, anything, there. A short, fat bottle that felt like it 

might have been Crown (but Duff wasn't sure and frankly didn’t give a fuck) appeared beneath his hand, and 
he lifted it to his lips, taking a gulp from it so big it burned his sinuses. 


The second thing that registered was that he wasn't alone. Duff thought the warm body occupying the other 
half of the bed might have been Izzy, but he wasn't sure, and he didn't want to turn his head just yet to find 
out. He laid the bottle that might have been Crown Royal on his chest and waited for shit to surface, trying to 


ignore the vague sense that he really didn't want to know. 


show me the hidden parts 


For a few blurry seconds, he wasn't sure whose voice that memory was in, whether it had been spoken by 
himself or by Izzy, or whether it had even been spoken out loud at all. It repeated in his head until there was 
an admission added to it, and he understood that it had all been spoken out loud- 


show me the hidden parts 


im tired of getting hurt, sometimes i wanna do the hurting 


Duff made a small sound that should have been a groan, but intensified the stabbing between his eyebrows 


too much to become anything more than a whimper. There was no way. There was no fucking way. 


im tired of getting hurt 


There was no fucking way he'd said that shit out loud. 


sometimes i wanna do the hurting 


"Fuck," he murmured under his breath, soft enough not to disturb his forehead. Or Izzy, who was blissfully 
still asleep. 


Izzy, who had said 


hurt me 


"fuck," Duff whispered again, a little louder this time, and clutched the whisky bottle tighter to his sternum. He 


didn't want to remember any more. 


Izzy mumbled something from the depths of a dream, and Duff froze, adrenaline like ice racing through his 
veins. please dont wake up, not yet, not yet 


But Izzy didn't. The words he spoke, unintelligible, faded into soft snoring. Duff thought he might have heard his 
own name among the syllabic jumble, but he decided he was probably imagining it. 


He lifted the bottle to his mouth and emptied the rest of its insufficient contents down his throat. 


hurt me 


Izzy was smiling when he had said it. No, not just smiling. He was /eering 


Duffs heart hiccups in his chest. Once, twice, as zzy takes a step closer to him and hooks a finger into his belt. ‘Hl 
let you." 


"l dont know," Duff answers. He means it in about five different ways. 


‘Oh, come on," lzzy says, sliding slm, deft fingers over the silver buckle of Duffs belt. Pulling the leather up 
through it and releasing the pin "You show me who you are. And if it gets too much for me, HI give you the magic 
word." 


Duff watches his belt slp from the loops of his pants and become a doubled-over strap in Izzy's hands. It makes 
him instantly, painfully hard "Whats the magic word?" he asks. 


‘How about Redhead?" lzzy says, snapping the layers of belt together softly. 


Duff ventured a lift of his head, assessing the landscape of the hotel bedroom. There was a half-drunk bottle 
of red wine on the floor beside an armchair, and two empties of what appeared to be the same thing laying on 
their sides nearby. Izzy's pants were tossed, inside-out, over the foot of the bed, dangerously close to slipping 
to the floor. Duff's clothes, and Izzy's shirt, were nowhere Duff could see from his vantage point. 


Pulling the Crown bottle from his chest and letting it thunk quietly to the thick carpet, Duff took a deep 
breath and turned to look at Izzy. 


fuck 


The other man was lying on his stomach, his face turned toward Duff and half-buried in the pillow. He looked 
peaceful, like he was having the best sleep of his life 


fuck 


except the sheet that covered him was only barely drawn up to his waist, and even through the blear of 


Duff's eyes, the swollen reddish lines showed. 


‘How about Redhead?" lzzy says, snapping the layers of belt together softly. 


The thought of it strikes instant shame into the pit of Duffs belly. "No," he says He doesnt want to explain, 
doesn't know if he can. Its just a bad idea 


"Okay," lzzy says, those graceful fingers grazing along the length of leather. "Pasadena." 


It fakes a moment for the word to properly land in the recesses of Duffs brain, fo nestle itself down into the 
primal parts that control hunger and lust, and a switch fips. Izzy, so confident and still in control of this, and 
undoubtedly stil thinking of Duff as a ground wire-a complement to the electricity of others, but dead on his own 


| lke if," Duff says, extending a hand up and closing it lightly around Izzy's throat. To his surprise and delight, his 
hand looks huge there, and he feels the other man swallow under his palm. Izzy's eyelids flutter closed and his lps 
part and curve into an indulgent half-smile as Duff pulls the belt from his hands 
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Izzy murmured gently again, before turning his head to the other side and resuming sleep, and this time Duff 
didn't know if the other man was truly sleep-talking or if he was just too tired or fucked up to say what was 
on his mind. Duff was shocked he, himself, was as sober as he was-the nausea and the mostly intact memory 


a testament to it. 


maybe its not a memory maybe its my mind playing tricks 


For Christ's sake, it was his problem, and he knew it. He wasn't stupid, and he wasn't naive. He knew fucking well 
what the redhead had said to him wasn't anything horrible, and the way he'd reacted to it had been his own 
problem. His head was fucked up, and he was always fighting with it. Always fighting the voices in it telling him 


stories about what a piece of shit he was. 


sometimes i wanna do the hurting 


And honestly, were the voices wrong? What the fuck was wrong with him? 


sometimes i wanna do the hurting 


Misery loves company, right? 


"Fuck me," Duff mumbled and rolled himself off the side of the bed He was somewhat shocked to find his legs 
didn't wobble beneath him even the slightest bit as his feet hit the floor, something else he chalked up to his 


inexplicable and awful soberness. 


The heavy hotel curtains had been pulled closed, but shards of daylight still cut an outline of them across the 
bedroom. Duff emerged from the relative shadows of the bed and shuffled through first one, then another of 
the intrusive beams, shading his eyes as he went. Without getting on all fours and looking under furniture, he 
counted a total of one vodka and three wine bottles on the floor. He nudged each of the empties with a toe, 
hoping for a promising slosh, but no dice. Then he picked up the half-full wine and took a long drink from it. It 


would have to do for now. 


izy’s eyelids flutter closed and his lps part and curve into an indulgent half-smile as Duff pulls the belt from his 
hands. 


"How do you want it?" Duff says. 


zy swallows again under his palm before saying, "Why are you asking me? Playing it safe again?" 


The familiar fury gluts Duffs chest again, but this time it is cold and soothing He presses into the sides of his 
friends neck with the pads of his fingers and thumb, slowly, until he feels the muscles instinctively tighten against 
them. Izzy's eyes snap open 


‘Get on the floor," Duff says, before letting the other man go and heading for the bathroom. 


He isn’t prepared for this, he thinks, and tries not to consider what an understatement it is. He and lzzy have only 
fucked a handful of times, and most of those times, zy was on top. They always used condoms except for one 
time they had done it in the shower, because even though Izzy doesn't give a fuck about most things in life, he 


seems to consider blowing his load in his friend's ass disrespectful somehow. 


The icy anger behind Duffs ribs crystalizes into jagged edges, cutting him from the inside as, despite his 
determination fo not give a shit, he carefully considers the options of what he has available here in this bathroom 
that he can possibly use as lubricant. Shampoo. Conditioner. Soap. Shaving cream. 


He settles on the conditioner and comes back out into the bedroom fo fnd Izzy seated on the floor, his legs 
crisscrossed lke a schoolkid For a moment, Duffs resolve falters; and then the rage whispers to him that lzzy is 
doing this on purpose, being purposefully stupid about what Duff wants from him. And before he can think better 
of it, Duff says, 


"Get on your fucking hands and knees." 


Duff found his pants wadded up in the armchair the wine bottle had sat next to. He pulled them on and then 
slumped into the chair, resting his head into the crook of its wing. From here, the chair created a barrier 
between his face and the strips of sunlight; none of the sun reached the bed, and that was perfect to Duff. 
As long as Izzy remained asleep, Duff could tell himself he had time to think of something to say, some way to 
make it so he could look his friend in the eyes again someday. Maybe not today or tomorrow, but someday. 


‘Get on your fucking hands and knees." 


Duff thinks he sees a slight smirk as lzzy changes position, more slowly than Duff imagines he should He crosses 
the room and drops to his knees next to the other man, winding the ends of the belt around one of his fists 


‘Stil funny, huh?" he says, harder than he meant to, but it feels good once its out 


"What? No. What?" 


Duff draws back and snaps the belt across lzzy’s ass. Izzy yelps and skitters forward at least a couple of feet. He 
looks back over his shoulder wide-eyed, and he's breathing hard now. Duff knows the blow was harsher than he'd 
intended, but hey, it was Izzy's fucking idea, and he always had his magic word if he couldnt take it, right? 


Izzy stirred and rolled over onto his back. Duff couldn't tell whether his friend's eyes were open now or not, or 
whether the sudden tiny jerk of the man's body upon his welted-up back making contact with the bed was real 
or all in Duff's head. And though it made him feel like the biggest coward, he continued to rest his head in the 


wing of the chair, silent. 


"You okay?" Izzy said, groggy. 


When Duff finally lifted his head, it felt like it weighed a hundred pounds. "I don't know," he said. 


"What's going on?" Izzy asked, like it was any fucking other day, and for a moment, Duff considered the whole 
thing might have been some ghastly nightmare. That he hadn't really fucked his friend without using his 
fingers first, and that he hadn't driven his face into the carpet while he was doing it. That he hadn't used the 
belt on his back while he was doing it. 


That he hadn't thoroughly enjoyed the feel of the other man's insides seizing around him with the torment of 
each strike. Enjoyed telling himself it was Izzy's fault for suggesting it. Enjoyed stopping to get drunker and 
farther away from getting off, so each time he went back at it, he had to go harder and deeper to feel 


anything. Chemical rubbers, one, two, three. 


Enjoyed trying to break his best friend, of all people. Izzy hadn't broken, though. 


At some point, the screaming redness of the belt lashes had cut through the smog of wine and vodka, and 
Duff had seen them as though for the first time. He pulled out, mumbling that he was too drunk to go on, and 


puked before he made it to the toilet. 


"What's going on?" Izzy asked again. 


Every cell in Duff's body screamed at him to stay where he was, but he hoisted himself out of the chair and 
scuffed back through the beams of light toward the bed. Izzy was propped up on an elbow now, rubbing at his 
face and head, and Duff sat down beside him. 


"l'm not dangerous," he said. 


To his surprise, Izzy laughed, "Are you sure about that?" 


But Duff didn't smile. The answer was evidence that last night really did happen. "I mean, the redhead was 
right. I'm the safe one. And reliable, and all that shit. I'm not dangerous, l'm just pissed off all the time. Like a 
fucking idiot kid" 


"We're all pissed off all the time. | don't think it's a kid thing to be pissed off" 


"lm sorry.” 


"Meh." 


Duff laid down on his back and stared at the ceiling, wondering if they would ever talk about last night again 
He imagined they probably would, at some point, and it would be because he, himself, would bring it up, feeling 
the need to air it out like a musty closet. He was sensible like that, usually. And because Izzy was the person 


he was closest to in the whole world, he would put up with the conversation, even if he felt like it was stupid 


to rehash it. 


It hadn't always been that way between them, but Duff could pinpoint the night it had changed. They were on 
the road, in California, doing four shows in a row at the same venue, and it hadn't been the first time he and 
Izzy had had sex, but it had been the first time they had fallen asleep together afterward, and woken up 
together, and the bond between them had suddenly felt inviolable. 


Duff rolled his head in the other man's direction. "Pasadena," he said. This time he knew he wasn't imagining 


Izzy's smirk. 


END 


